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Empress-Widow Verina’s Political Activity 
during the Reign of Emperor Zeno 


Among the empresses of Byzantium there were a lot of ambition, 
talented women, who cleverly acted on the political scene, such as, Pulcheria 
the sister of Theodosius II and emperor Marcian’s wife; Theodora — Justinian 
the Great’s wife; Irene — Leo IV’s wife and mother of Constantine VI or 
Theophano — the wife of Roman III and Nicephorus Phocas. In my 


Opinion empress Verina, the heroine of this work, can be counted in this 
group as well. 
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and two daugthers — Ariadne and Leontia? 

offspring, came to the world before her f, the > 
ounger sister was lucky enough to be er’s 
noth daughters played an important orn as 
geath of Leo I. Little is known 
reign of her husband, most prob; 
rather, than her real lack of intere 
The fact that empress’ family memb 


While Ariadne, the elder 
raising to the throne, her 
emperor’s daughter. The 
basilissa’s life after the 
Itical activity during the 


Basiliscus, or her nephew, Armatus? can b ree ra 
» Can be put forward as good examples 


iJustrating this hypothesis We can 
5 su 5 j > 
was at least partly caused by Ver; Ppose, that also Tulius Nepos’ career 
i y Verina’s support’. It should be stressed 
however, that Verina’s strong att ; oe 
& attachment to her family cannot be treated 
as the only reason why she su d ; 

E E pported them, since many of the promoted 
p e p remarkable talents for both political and military activities’. 
Although we can assume that Verina had certain impact on her relatives, 
her efficient intervention in the care of Basiliscus, who after unsuccessful 
campaign against the Vandals had fallen in disfavour and had to look for 
a shelter in the Church of Hagia Sophia, has been sufficiently testified in 
sources®. 

Verina was not independent enough until after her spouse’s decease. It 
was only thanks to her participation in important historical events during 
the reign of her son-in-law, Zeno, that she was seriously recorded in the 
Byzantine history. i 

After Leo I died on 18 January 474, Leo II, his seven-year-old grandson, 
succeeded to the throne, but soon he bestowed the power on his father 
Zeno. According to Evagrius Scholasticus, Zeno s promotion was supported 
by Verina’. Indirect evidence of that is a rescript issued by the empress 
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rpation of Leontius in 484. She stated in this document that 
during the usu 


Lee, power’. Although there is no reason to doub 
she had given ted Zeno a few months later she stood UP against him 
that Verina suppor laimed Augustus, the question of succession wa, a 
When Zeno was proc ar aed (he. fiat GDREOT Was Werlia sei 
From the formal a could later become real ruler, or co-emperor, of os 
Leo the oe ena: the influence at the court for giving Zeno Support 
a but she had to give up the idea of playing the More 
ao changed at the moment of Leo the Younger’s death? 
Zeno, who was unpopular among senatorial aristocracy and people of 
Constantinople” lost, apart from the support of Isaurians, the fundamenta] 
factor which stabilized his position. Oppositionists at the top of the army, 
probably connected with the delegitimized Germanic party under Aspar"! 
and in the senatorial circles, had got a free hand. New perspectives 
appeared for Verina too. 

In January 475 Zeno fled Constantinople. Verina as well was among 
those who caused the removal of unpopular emperor. 

Some sources and some historians!? see spiritus movens of the conspiracy 
against Zeno in Verina herself. Is this view correct? 

We can divide the sources which report the events before Zeno’s 
expulsion into three groups. 

To the first group I would count the reports from Candidus Isaurus 
and Malalas. According to these authors, Verina was the chief of the 
conspiracy against Zeno. Candidus states: » Verina tricked her son-in-law 
into flight hoping that she would marry Patricius, the master of the offices, 
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Finally the third group of sources sees the inspirer of the usurpatio 
in Basiliscus and does not mention Verina’s role at all’. They give = ie 
ace ee beare ye in Bello Vandalico. The author 
i conspiracy was his greed for power”. 
The most important source, explaining the responsibility for preparing 
the plot against Zeno, is the work of John of Antioch. The author 
univocally points at Basiliscus as the inspirer of the conspiracy. John of 
Antioch explains the circumstances of Verina’s participation in the plot. 
According to that historian, Basiliscus put Illus’!, the most eminent, besides 
the emperor, person among Isaurians on his side. Illus was sent by 
Basiliscus to Constantinople with the letter to Armatus. Basiliscus ordered 
Illus to get in touch with Verina to whom, as I think, he was supposed 
to put forward a proposal of cooperation. In return for her support for 
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ters, Patricius, the master of offices and her lover i 
the ae to John of Antioch, Verina „desired this on a Com, 
fuel cane readily inclined to the suggestion’? The Plotters er Own 
account, help as the basilissa was likely to have loyal SUPPorten Need eg 
a Eran aecaipport could Eiciite a Zeno, > * th 
e is one obscure point in John’s testimony. If Basiliscus ii 
Patricius the accession to the throne, what did he want for himsel 
had held the highest state offices and military command. How € 


Would 


. . . R an 0 
suppose there was nothing besides the imperial throne that coulg a 
him? How can it agree with John’s record? I think there are two posip 


le explanations: 1. Basiliscus was to become emperor and after hiş 
sion he would proclaim Patricius co-emperor. 2. As Verina and Pa 
could not have children due to the fact that they were advanced in 
years, they might have promised Basiliscus to make Mark, his Son, their 
successor. I think that the first possibility sounds more likely. The eyi 
dence can be proved by the fact, that Verina crowned his brother”, It is 
doubtful whether she did it under pressure. Basiliscus did not fulfil his 


did not want to 


acces. 
tricius 


The conclusion is that it was Basiliscus who was the inspirer of the 
conspiracy against emperor Zeno. Empress-dowager Verina joined to the 
conspiracy eluded by the promise of proclaiming Patricius co-emperor. That 
was the way she could fulfil her ambitions. 

At the beginning of Zeno’s reign Verina’s hostility to the emperor was 
not so evident and she did not want to raise against him. That could be 
was the empress herself who informed Zeno 
him to flee from Constantinople immediately. 
situation as Verina’s trick only”. Modern 
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Only Candidus Isaurus writes about Verina’ ho? 
of Basiliscus. According to him, after Patrici ae ae pi 
pate her brother and gave financial aid to a i ea Nemo 
“oneal Hee activity’ was discovered’ b es wins attempts to regain 
yerina had to hide in a church. She was | aye a a 
ie no compare Candhi ‘test ed Dy atus’*. Unfortunately 

; estimony with other sources. Later events 
evidence that Verina had been in contact with Zeno, because after his 
hee to power she became one of the most influential persons at the 
court”. 
Later history of Verina was connected with Illus, who especially cont- 
ributed to Zeno’s return to power. He became omnipotent at the court”. 
He was the person who threatened Verina and her position at the court. 
As I suppose Illus became also dangerous for Zeno himself. The emperor 
did not want to risk an open conflict with Illus”, therefore he undertook 
a secret action to assasinate his antagonist. There were three attempts on 
Illus’ life. One of them in 478 was done at the instigation of Verina. 
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A certain soldier, an Alan by race, attacted Illus and wag arresteg 
put to torture, the soldier admitted that the deed took line Being 
instigation of Epinicus, probably prefectus urbis Constantinopote, wha the 
a friend of Verina”. Epinicus was removed from his office and stripped 
his property’. Illus sent him to Isauria”. Being apprehensive for its aa 
Illus asked permission from Zeno to go to Isauria. There he met E 
who admitted that the plot against him had been concocted by 
Zeno called Illus back to Constantinople, because his Presence 
needed on account of Ostrogothic hostilities in Illyricum and Th 
came to Chalcedon and demanded Verina as a guarantee of 
Zeno agreed to Illus’ demand. He entrusted the basilissa to 
Illus’ brother-in-law, who took her to Isauria. In Tarsus she was forced to 
become a nun”. The place of the exile was first Dalisandus ang then 
Cherris®. This way Verina was removed from a political life. 
A question arises, whether the attempt on Illus’s life was Verina’s unaided 
step. It seems that the answer cannot be positive. We can assume that Zeno 
himself was the one who inspired the undertaking. Zeno, trying to protect 
himself against a possible fiasco of the attack preferred to hide behind Verina’ 
back. The fact that after Illus’s departure to Isauria Verina was at the top of 
the power“! (which was the result of Zeno’s support) makes that scenario of 
events possible. The emperor’s grace was the aftereffect of favour done to him 
by the empress. Even if Verina’s move was not caused by Zeno’s inspiration, it 


is hardly possible that it was made without at least his silent consent. The 
ending of the affair turned out to be disastr 
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age. We can assume that it was 
the emperor, not Verina, who Illus was afraid of. 
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Verina played an important role in the political life of 

ne usurpation of Illus and Leontius in 484” ate neon during 
paween Ius and Zeno occurred. Empress A h n 481 the final dissent 
pe os i riadne demanded from Ill 
uberation of Werina, her mother. He definitely refused. Then 2 us 
o murder llus. With the aid of Urbicius, praepositus sacri coe 
prepared assassination of Illus. It was made dariie a aaa a 
bippodrome but failed. The assassin cut Illus’ ear, but was himself killed 
on the spot . After that event Zeno appointed Illus master of soldiers in 
she East. His headquarters was Antioch. Here Illus spent two years making 
plans for a rebellion against Zeno. In 484 he proclaimed patrician Leontius 
emperor. In this event Verina played an important role. Illus obtained from 
her a promise to crown Leontius. That act was the main element of 
legitimizing Leontius’ power”. Verina also issued rescript in which she 
explained the reasons of her step“. What were the causes of such attitude? 
I think that Verina did not act under pressure. She wanted to take revenge 
on Zeno, who had betrayed her“. On the other hand she got a chance to 
play, once again, an important role. We must remember that she had been 
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in exile for six years and she did not want to agree to it. She certain) 
hated Illus but he gave her a chance and she took the chance. That 
decision proved not to be a good one. Once again, she could enjoy the 
full attraction of power but the usurpation failed. Illus, Leontius ang 
Verina fled to fortress Papyrion in the Isaurian mountains. Here, Probably 
in autumn 484, the empress died*. Her death may have been caused by 
a breakdown after the defeat or by the difficulties of the long life. After 
the supression of the revolt Ariadne buried the body of her mother in 
a royal fashion in the Church of St. Apostles in Constantinople”. 

Verina had been Leo I’s companion on the imperial throne for seventeen 
years, still she owes her place in the Byzantine history to her activity during 
the reign of emperor Zeno, her son-in-law. She was an ambitious woman, 
able to act at the Byzantine court. She was an influential person, too, but 
I think, that at the most important moments (like the plot against Zeno 
in 475, or Leontius’ usurpation) she was only a puppet in the hands of 
more experienced Byzantine politicians. 
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